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For everyone who has ever felt lost to a shadow.











  
  















What it takes to recognize
Emotions that I try to hide
The more I keep them all inside
The more they bury me alive


— Rina Sawayama, Minor Feelings










  
  
PLEASE NOTE: 


Select characters throughout this story use alternate 
and/or multiple pronouns for gender expression. 
Characters who use more than one set of pronouns are referred to with both sets in an alternating fashion as the author sees fit.





Please reference the character information below!





Rowan Xie Roth: She/Her + He/Him


Míng Yú Xie: He/Him


Sying Xie: She/Her


Jodi Stephens: They/Them


Bellamy Banaag: She/Her + They/Them


Samuel Thompson: He/Him


Quinton Roth: He/Him


Cameron Roth: He/Him


The Wolf: It/Its










  
  

Prologue.
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Overlooking a lonesome clearing in a forest, encased in an infinitely expanding pocket of darkness, there is a solitary chain swing affixed to the tallest branch of a decaying birch tree. 

Sitting on that solitary swing is a young child, no older than seven. She is of a petite build, slightly tall for her age with limbs long enough to make some movements appear awkward. A clumsy, fumbling fawn just recently birthed. Her hair is a rich dark brown color, fluffy and thick, worn in an off-center part that barely reaches the tops of her shoulders. A smattering of dark freckles decorates her light brown complexion, along with a smudge of dirt on one of her rosy cheeks.

She wears bright red, dirt-stained overalls with one shoulder strap undone to show a black and white striped t-shirt underneath and scuffed black boots.

In the darkness of the forest, her eyes seem to glow with an eerie, otherworldly light. A striking emerald green that is the only vivid color amidst a sea of monochromatic shades.

This young child sits quietly atop the solitary swing, staring apathetically at nothing, gently swaying just enough for the toes of her boots to carve shallow trenches in the dirt. The chain of the swing creaks and groans with the effort of its movement, creating a discordant, hypnotic rhythm.

Creak. Groan. Creak. Groan.

Almost completely in sync with her breathing.

Not far behind her there is a sudden rustle of leaves. The forest parts itself and reveals the child is not alone in this haunting clearing.

A creature of pure shadow exits from the foliage. Its massive form walks on four long nimble legs, supporting a powerful, broad-shouldered torso and a keen-sighted face. The creature’s nose and mouth elongate into a sharp and sinister snout. Its lips curl up to reveal rows of sharp canine teeth.

Its eyes, a raging scarlet color that burns with the fervor of an open flame, are locked intently on the child’s back as she continues to swing aimlessly. A darkened tongue lolls from the beast’s mouth, licking its chops as it carefully stalks its prey.

Creak. Groan. Creak.

The sharp snap of a twig echoes from the other side of the clearing, and another person steps out from the smothering darkness.

This person is much older, in her late teens with a similar complexion to the child’s, and fluffy bangs worn in an off-center part. The rest of her hair is long, pulled into a low ponytail at the nape of her neck that hangs down past her shoulder blades. She wears a pair of dark denim jeans with large rips in the knees, a dark colored t-shirt and a loose red flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows.

She shares the same striking emerald gaze as the young child, her own eyes hardened by anger and determination as she stares across the clearing towards the child and the creature.

Clenched tightly in her left hand is a sharpened hunting knife. A dazzling glint dances across the blade’s length despite the absence of a light source.

Creak. Groan. Creak. Groan. Creak. Groan.

This is a story of a predator, its prey, and the hunter.

The predator simply desires to devour. The prey is helpless to fight against the inevitable, too young to understand the gravity of her situation. The hunter is fueled by rage, and the desire to protect the child, intending to slay the beast or willing to die trying.

The three beings are locked in stalemate. This deep inside the forest, there isn’t a soul that would hear them scream.

And still, the solitary swing laments.

Creak. Groan. Creak. Groan.
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A sudden ear-splitting clack  echoes through the room.

The teen seated atop a witness stand startles at the sound, her striking green eyes brightening to alertness as she searches the surroundings. He’s average height, though slouched in his seat to appear much smaller, his body language indicative of a child much younger. He hides behind a mane of unkempt brown hair barely wrestled into a low ponytail, with off-center bangs flaring out from his freckled face.

Her tanned skin pales as the dark forest of trees around her begins to fade, bleeding into the reality of a courtroom full of people, each pair of eyes set firmly upon her — some questioning, curious, others certainly annoyed and disturbed by something out of their control. The shadows of his dream slither and scatter to the far corners of his peripheries, leaving only confusion in the wake of their departure.

What was that? He wonders, looking down at his hands, turning them over in his lap as they tremble. They’re all staring like I’m…

“I understand this might be scary,” A voice calls out, omnipotent in the way it carries through the room. Divine in the way of a savior as it calls attention away from the anxious teen. “But I need you to pay attention and answer my questions.”

Her body tenses, further curling into itself. She manages the barest hint of a nod.

“Sorry,” she replies, unable to keep the tremor out of her voice.

The authoritative voice — a Judge presiding over the court’s current session — sighs gently as she looks upon the young person, her melancholic understanding taking the form of a pitying glance.

Her hand slides across the bench before her and lays flat the gavel she’d struck. “Can you tell me your name?”

The teen’s eyes drift to the long neck of a microphone in front of her, and consequently to the gallery of people still watching.

Watching him.

He gulps heavily, attempting to find steadiness in a familiar man sitting front and center — The same tan, freckled complexion as his own, a short crop of brown hair messily tousled into a style that could be considered somewhat decent. She finds the reflection of her own green eyes looking for her from behind a pair of small glasses.

His smile only travels as far as his lips, every other aspect of his appearance nothing short of exhausted.

The teen replies, “Rowan Xie. B-But I want to change it to Rowan Xie Roth.”

The Judge hums an affirmative note.

“Yes, that’s why we’re here today,” she muses, turning her attention to a small stack of paperwork being handed up to her. “What’s the significance of the name to you?”

A short sound falls from Rowan’s lips, the beginning of an answer that dies before it’s realized. Her mouth closes around the corpse of it, bitterness spreading across her tongue. She clears her throat, then with great effort answers, “It’s my mom’s maiden name.”

“Your mother’s maiden name,” The Judge repeats. She leafs through the pages in her hands before casting her gaze out towards the gallery. “And is your mother here with —?”

“She’s dead.”

Her interruption echoes through the room’s audio system, these words louder than any other phrase uttered since the beginning of the session. The weight of the confession causes every person in the room to bow slightly, each of them taking a fraction of the burden from Rowan’s quivering shoulders.

Rowan sighs shakily, tucking a loose strand of hair behind his ear as he continues, “My mom is dead, but my dad is here.”

The man with the messy hair suddenly stands from the gallery, beginning to raise his hand to identify himself.

“That’s me, Your Honor,” he calls out. “Míng Yú Xie.”

“Please keep your seat, Sir,” The Judge calls, a wave of the hand beckoning him to sit while her eyes remain fixed on his child. “But I do appreciate that you’re here with her. How long has it been?”

“Ten,” Rowan stammers, eyes flickering briefly to her father as he sits, then back to the Judge. “Ten years.”

“I’m sorry,” The Judge replies softly. “So, you want to take her maiden name as a second last name?”

With some difficulty, Rowan affirms with a nod.

An eternity of silence follows, interspersed with the sounds of shuffling paper, the scratching of a pen, then finally a definitive stamp.

“Your petition is granted,” The Judge announces, a final sympathetic glance given to the teen. “Rowan Xie Roth.”

A shiver runs down the length of Rowan’s spine. 

After retrieving the certifications, Rowan and his father leave the chilled confines of the courthouse, returning to the bright colors of early autumn.

His father walks quietly beside Rowan as he gazes down at the papers in his hands. He scans over his name, emblazoned in dark, bold ink across the crisp paper, certifying he now carried a name once lost.

“D’you think she’d like it?” Rowan murmurs, keeping her head bowed.

Míng Yú looks down at his child, surprised. He wills his mouth into a gentle smile despite his exhaustion and wraps his arm around her shoulders to pull her close.

“Yeah,” he answers softly. “She would.”

Father and child begin to walk alongside the building to the attached parking garage. The outside scenery is reflected in the building’s large ground-to-ceiling windows, showing the nearby road’s traffic, the swaying of trees and a single bird’s flight.

The sudden flicker of a dark shape in the window’s reflection catches Rowan’s attention, something unfamiliar amidst a myriad of shapes and movements he’s come to find are typical in the world around him. Rowan stops walking suddenly, his head turning quickly to look at the window to identify the cause, but all he can see looking back at him is —

Himself. His unkempt mane of hair shifting gently with the cool autumn breeze, the slightly wrinkled fabric of his dress shirt, and the barest hint of shadow beneath his own tired eyes. His reflection looks back at her, puzzled and solemn.

“Rowan?” Her father looks back at her over his shoulder, question and concern showing in his confused expression. “Are you coming?”

Rowan continues to stare at herself for a moment longer. There was something there, she thought, that didn’t feel completely right. She squints, raising one hand to shield her eyes from the bright sunlight overhead. Her reflection mirrors her actions perfectly, moving in the way one would expect of a reflection. Rowan still can’t place what it is about it that feels… Different.

He blinks rapidly, then shakes his head before turning back to his father, continuing to walk along the path back to their car. “Yeah, sorry. I thought I saw — someone I recognized.”

The white lie slips easily from her lips and seems to quell her father’s curiosity well enough that he doesn’t question her further.

Their reflections follow the pair as far as the courthouse’s outer wall extends. As they reach and walk past the end of the windowed wall, her father’s reflection disappears, enveloped by the edge of the window as expected.

Rowan’s reflection remains, stopped just in front of the edge of the window, while Rowan’s own body continues to walk along the path with her father. It watches as the pair walks away, eyes intently locked on Rowan’s form as she continues further and further away, becoming smaller and smaller as the distance between them grows.

The reflection grins, a grim, ominous smile curling its lips as it watches the pair depart. And then it simply vanishes into a cloud of wispy black smoke, carried away by the autumn breeze.
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“We’re home!” 

Míng Yú’s keys jingle and clack against the entryway table as he and Rowan enter the house. There’s a pleasant warmth in the air inside, a noticeable change from the rapidly cooling weather outside. A subtle orange glow creeps inside from the windowsills, chasing after the beams of daylight which seem to seek refuge among the off-white paint of the hallway, the decorative bowls set on the small table pushed against the far wall. Sunset is fast approaching.

Rowan can hear running water and a clatter of dishware from further down the hallway as she maneuvers around her father in the entryway. He idles in the space, briefly opening the door again to pull a bundle of mail from the mailbox hanging outside, then slowly removing his coat to hang on the wall closest to the door.

Rowan forgoes hanging her own and abandons her father’s slow-moving form to move further into the house, closer to the sound.

The hallway opens into a modest kitchen; its walls are painted a soft, pastel yellow color and decorated with a plethora of faux-vintage signage which mimic the style of farms and side-of-the-road produce stands, one of them even containing a small square of blackboard to write what was on the menu with a piece of chalk mounted at the side of the entryway. Currently, the soft and looping script on it reads, ‘Cake!!’

A tall feminine figure stands at the kitchen sink as Rowan walks into the room, her long brown hair pulled up into a messy top-bun. She’s illuminated by the light streaming in through a small window above the sink, outlining her in an almost ethereal orange glow as she washes dishes.

Rowan smirks at the sight and takes this moment of being unnoticed to silently sneak up behind the figure.

He reaches out and quickly shoves his chilled hands beneath the other’s shirt, grabbing just beneath her ribs as he shouts, “Cold hands!”

The girl shrieks in surprise and drops the silverware and sponge she’d been holding, then twists from Rowan’s hold to lock him in a playful and damp headlock.

“You little jerk!” she yells, pulling the now giggling Rowan close to her side. She rubs her knuckles roughly over Rowan’s crown as he tries and fails to escape. “The first day it starts to snow this year I’m going to shovel so much snow down your shirt— “

Rowan, laughing and thoroughly dampened, pays little attention to the threat as she twists and struggles against the strong hold around her neck. She slaps a hand against the girl’s forearm twice.

“Okay, okay! Uncle! Mercy! Cease fire! You’re getting me all wet!”

By this point, Míng Yú meanders through the entryway, and stops to lean his shoulder against the corner of the wall. He watches the two with a soft smile, arms crossed gently across his chest.

“Alright, Sying, I think she’s learned the lesson,” he says with a soft chuckle.

The figure — Sying, Rowan’s older sister; taller, hair a shade lighter than her sibling, two beauty marks dotted beneath the left corner of her mouth — makes a sound of exaggerated contempt before releasing her sibling, one last rough rub of her knuckles followed by a gentle shove.

“She started it,” Sying says with a smile, turning to fully dry her hands on a dish towel. “And after I went through all the trouble of baking you something! A sister’s love is never appreciated.”

“Say that again the next time you need help with a math problem,” Rowan retorts, sticking his tongue out playfully as he hops onto a stool by an island in the middle of the kitchen. Sying mimes throwing the wet dish towel across the room at Rowan, who raises her arms defensively.

“Enough, you two.” Míng Yú’s gruff voice raises in volume in an attempt to quell the sibling feud in his kitchen, though his tone indicates he’s just as amused as his children.

Rowan, the last remnants of laughter slowly spilling out of him like a freshly closed tap, turns his head to see his father outlined from the left in the brilliant orange glow of the setting sun as he pushes off the wall and walks towards the island. 

His eyes, only moments ago dull and glossy, now hold a spark of mirth within them, making his expression appear brighter, the laughter lines around his mouth cutting valleys through his unshaven face. He looks the happiest he’s been in years, standing in the kitchen with his children on a Monday evening.

He casually tosses the bundle of mail he’d retrieved onto the island counter as he passes by, the papers scattering across the surface in front of Rowan. It’s mostly white envelopes and various ad fliers, though a single orange envelope sticks out against the granite counter and catches Rowan’s attention.

“It smells delicious,” Míng Yú’s resonant voice carries through the kitchen as he comes to a stop beside the oven door. He cracks the door open and peers inside. 

There’s a lengthy pause that leaves the kitchen silent for what feels like an eternity. Míng Yú doesn’t speak, though Rowan does hear the groan of the oven door being eased shut. Her shoulders hike up slightly, her body bracing itself even as she pays little attention to the scene unfolding.

This is a silence both siblings know well; a swirling, vacuous sea has engulfed their entire home and sworn them all to silence, lest they wish to drown. The weather is changing.

Sying bites the corner of her lip, wringing her hands together nervously as she tries to fill the void. 

“I found the recipe card while I was cleaning,” she says, her voice gently rising half an octave and cracking, making her pause to clear her throat. “She always made it when she wanted to find little things to celebrate, so I–”

“It smells delicious,” Míng Yú repeats, though the enthusiasm has drained from his voice. 

All his emotion, for that matter, seems to have regressed back to some deep place inside of him, his skin and eyes no longer glowing with the light of the setting sun. Instead, he’s cast in shade, deep shadows highlighting the various crevices between wrinkles. 

He scrubs a calloused hand across his face. The stubble of his beard audibly scrapes against the places where his skin has hardened the most. He sighs, deeply, until his form is slouched. “I’m going to bed early, kids. It’s been a long day.”

Sying’s body tenses. “Dad–”

“Goodnight.”

Míng Yú shuffles across the kitchen towards the archway that leads further into the home and disappears into the darkened hallway with one hand gently trailing across the wall. 

Sying can only watch him go with her mouth agape, all the things she wished to say lodged painfully in her throat, unwilling to come out. She sighs and leans to the side until her hip rests against the edge of the kitchen counter.

After a moment of careful breathing, she remembers Rowan is still sitting at the island and puts on a melancholic smile. “You want a piece, Ro?”

“Huh?” Rowan startles slightly, her attention having been pulled away from the object in her hands. She pulls the bright colored envelope down into her lap as she looks up at her sister, blinking rapidly as if to refocus.

“Do you want a piece of cake?” Sying repeats, motioning to the oven beside her. She looks more tired than she had when Rowan and their father had arrived home, but she still tries to put on a happy face for her sibling. “I tried making Mom’s pound cake recipe we used to love. Figured we could celebrate getting your name changed together. – And to see if I can make a cake up to Mom’s standards.”

By the tone of her voice, and the breathy chuckle that follows behind it, the last statement sounds like it’s meant to be a joke, but Rowan doesn’t find any humor in the words.

All he really feels is a tight knot in his throat, slowly getting tighter the longer he thinks about it.

“Uhm.” Rowan tries to swallow, though he struggles around the thickness at the back of his throat. His fingers tighten around the envelope in his lap. Even so, he manages to force a smile onto his face, one to match and slightly rival his sister’s. 

It isn’t genuine, which would have been an easily discernible fact had she not closed her eyes as she smiled.

“Yeah, for sure!” She tries to force a jovial tone but can’t quite hide the slight waver in her words. Rowan shifts her body and hops off the seat at the island, her shoes thudding softly against the tiled floor as she begins to follow down the same hallway as their father. “I just wanna get changed first. Cut a slice for me!”

Rowan doesn’t wait to hear Sying’s response or look at her face to see if her bluff had succeeded. She hurries into the darkened hallway as Sying calls out an affirmation Rowan can’t quite make out and eventually enters through the open doorway of her bedroom.

She grabs the edge of the door on her way in and shoves it behind her, pushing into it with her back until the door closes just a bit too forcefully to be considered casual. Rowan calls out a brief apology that’s just loud enough for those nearby in the house to hear and then lets her body all but collapse against the door.

Rowan’s head tilts back and thuds softly against the wood, and he sighs heavily as he allows his body to slide down the door’s length until he’s sitting on the carpeted floor.

It’s quiet here, and safe from the bright light from the setting sun; it falls on the other side of the house, making his room one of the first to experience the dark at night and the first to see the light of morning. 

The room is rectangular, with one window in the middle of the wall opposite the door and another on the left. One twin sized bed is pushed into the far-right corner with a desk positioned next to the head of it against the wall.

The walls are painted a cool-toned gray color, which peeks out from beneath a plethora of haphazardly placed pictures, posters, shelves and other decorative pieces. Band posters with heavy crease lines from CD inserts and advertisement flyers from music festivals hang by combinations of thumbtacks and pieces of tape around the room without any discernible pattern, seeming to have been placed and affixed to the spot within the same moment. 

On the farthest wall beside the small window there is a collection of hanging ribbons and metals in various colors. Some of the calligraphic text on the ribbons state first, second, and third place awards in both gymnastics and track-related competitions.

Directly next to this collection hang two group photos; in contrast to the memorabilia across the room, these pictures look to have been hung more professionally, both perfectly level and with perfect distance placed between them to keep from looking crowded. 

The remainder of the decor sit on shelves throughout the room, collectable pieces and souvenirs that hold sentimental value, and small model planes made from what look like impossibly small pieces, ranging from a simple aircraft to much more complex modern planes.

Her bed is simple, the plain colored sheets partially obscured by a thick fleece blanket and two half-flattened pillows. A handful of old, glow-in-the-dark stars dot the ceiling directly over it. A partially crumpled notepad lays in the middle of the bed, giving the impression it had been slept on at least once, or perhaps abandoned after a great bout of frustration by the person who last used it.

The desk is filled with a smattering of things, knickknacks and crumpled papers, a picture frame, pieces from an unfinished model plane kit sitting in front of two blank PC monitors. Directly to the left of the door sits a long table with a large rectangular tank filled with reddish-brown sand, sunning rocks, and two log enclosures. 

Sitting beneath the heat lamp on top of a rock is a small bearded dragon, his front right foot missing. His eyes are closed as he enjoys the warmth of his lamp. 

Rowan smiles gently as he watches him.

“Hey Tripod,” he says softly, not feeling confident enough in his voice to speak any louder than a whisper. The reptile seems to respond to his name and opens one eye, though he does little more.

After a moment, Rowan lifts the envelope she retrieved from the kitchen. It’s a rigid envelope; not only is it reinforced to make sure the contents inside are not crushed or crumpled in some fashion, there’s also a statement in bold red lettering on the bottom right corner which reads ‘DO NOT BEND.’

Rowan spends what feels like an eternity simply twirling the envelope in her hands, one finger from each hand pressing against the sharp corners while her thumbs propel the envelope around in circles. Every time she stops twirling, her eyes find the sender and recipient typed in sharp, bold font:

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA


ADDRESSED TO: SYING XIE


Eventually the twirling comes to an end, and Rowan begrudgingly picks himself up off the floor. He shuffles the small distance across his room to his bed, where he tosses the envelope onto the crumpled notepad before beginning to change into his night clothes.

As she meanders around the room, her attention is gradually drawn to the single picture frame sitting on her desk.

A plain black frame. Simple, as many of Rowan’s belongings are, with a colorful picture of a younger Rowan and a woman resting behind the glass. 

Rowan looks to be about five in the picture, rosy-cheeked and delighted as she sits on the woman’s lap in front of an elaborately decorated birthday cake that’s had a handful taken right out of it. Said handful looks to have been smeared onto her face and left hand in her excitement.

The woman she’s with appears to be in her thirties in the picture, with long black hair pulled into a messy top bun and deep brown eyes. Her expression is no less entertained than Rowan’s enthusiastic grin. She bears a smudge of the cake’s icing on her face as well, and her own hand looks to be holding onto Rowan’s cake-covered one to keep her from grabbing more.

Rowan stops amidst his routine to stare at the image for a prolonged moment. His eyes flicker over the different elements of the photo but eventually find their way back to the woman’s face.

He lingers, and stares.

Rowan doesn’t know how much time has passed since he exited the kitchen, how long it’s been since he picked herself up off the floor, how long he’s been staring at this picture he’s looked at every day for the past ten years. 

He doesn’t know how long he’s felt this emptiness in his chest. A missing piece of a puzzle that’s been popped out and misplaced.

Rowan doesn’t know how much time has passed since she grabbed the frame, doesn’t remember grabbing it at all, but it’s in her hands when she feels a cold chill travel down her spine that makes her turn to look over her shoulder.

The bedroom is still the same as it had been. Tripod still happily sits on his rock perch to sun himself beneath the heat lamp. The light outside continues to fade from pale orange to soft pink, to dusky gray and black.

The world continues to turn. Rowan is still a young child in her bedroom, still a young child without the guidance of her mother.

He sighs heavily, and scrubs his free hand over his face, much like his father had some time ago in the kitchen.

The frame is gently lowered onto its perch on Rowan’s desk, though turned the opposite way so the image now faces the wall.

Rowan finishes getting ready for bed and then sits down at her desk to toil away at her current model building project.

A lone, sorrowful howl pierces the otherwise silent night outside, echoing through the neighborhood for what feels like hours.
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The carpet feels like dried moss under her feet. 

If she were to close her eyes, Rowan could almost imagine herself being transported to a fantastical place; an enchanted forest, alive with the hum of animals and plant life as she brushed past, chilled by the dampness left after a storm. 

She can feel the leaves and prickly branches brush past her arms and hear the rumble of a passing thunderstorm faintly in the distance. Insects create a symphony of chirps and wingbeats in the dark, their volume falling and rising as Rowan moves slowly forward. A stray raindrop falls from a bowing leaf and splashes against her crown, causing the child to flinch and duck her head.

Occasionally she stops and shuffles her feet, attention centered on the feeling of the carpet fibers. It keeps her grounded in the darkness as she stares pensively towards the dim light at the end of the hallway.

It’s well past her bedtime, but Rowan knows her father is still awake in the living room, and her mother has yet to return home for the night.

So, she dares to make the treacherous journey down the hallway from her bedroom, brushing through clumps of foliage, squeezing between tree trunks, carefully tiptoeing past her sister’s half-open bedroom door to avoid waking her as she clutches a wolf plush to her chest. 

The path is straightforward, but Rowan feels as though the walk takes hours to complete with her careful stepping and bouts of hesitation. The forest around her thrums, its life pulsing in time with her small heartbeat.

She comes to the mouth of the living room slowly, her hair seeming to flare into a ruddy color as it’s exposed to the soft lamplight. Rowan blinks and adjusts her eyes to the change in lighting, and she’s able to easily catch sight of the back of a man’s head across the room as he sits in a large armchair, faced away from the mouth of the hall. 

A faint sound of humming emanates from his position in the room as he toils away at something in front of him, a deep rumbling sound that reminds Rowan of the hum of an engine.

Perhaps that was only natural, considering how much time she knew her father spent around large, powerful engines. Mimicry was a quirk they shared.

Despite her soft and careful steps, a spot in the floor creaks beneath her weight. Rowan stills, and her father’s tuneless humming comes to a sudden halt. Rowan can’t help but gulp, having just about given herself away, but after a moment the child finds her voice and calls out, “Daddy?”

His response is immediate; her father twists around in his chair, torso and head turning to face Rowan, expression confused at first, then lightening significantly into a fond smile as he sees his daughter. 

The object that had held his attention – a small, intricate model plane, brown in color with red trim along the broad wings – sputters and flies up onto the man’s shoulder, facing its creator’s line of sight like a parrot. Its engine revs and it spins its front propeller blades twice in quick succession, as if attempting to communicate.

“It’s a little late for you to start sprouting up, Poppy Seed,” her father says with a chuckle. He extends his arm and motions for her to walk further towards him, which Rowan responds to with little hesitance.

Míng Yú pushes a TV tray away from his chair, then reaches out to grab Rowan gently beneath the arms and lifts her up onto his lap with an exaggerated grunt. 

The plane flexes the flaps of its wings and sputters once more, then wheels itself around to his other shoulder. Míng Yú releases a sigh and leans back into the plush chair as Rowan settles into a comfortable position in his lap.

“What’s got you up so late, Sweetheart?” His smile remains, but there’s concern laced between his words as he raises a hand to push a lock of hair behind Rowan’s ear. “Did you need a glass of water?”

Rowan tilts her head slightly, then breaks eye contact to look down at the plush animal still clutched in her hands. She fusses with it for a short period of time, smoothing fur away from the black plastic eyes before she eventually shakes her head. 

Míng Yú huffs softly in amusement and tilts his own head to mirror his daughter.

“Weird dream? Did Mister Fluff fall off the bed while you were sleeping?”

Again, Rowan shakes her head, the movement more exaggerated this time as if that would satisfy two questions with one answer.

Míng Yú waits patiently as his daughter continues to fiddle with her toy while she finds the words to express herself, until finally Rowan’s head lifts and her eyes look up towards her father, the same vibrant green color as his own.

“I want Mama to come home,” she states.

Míng Yú appears to both deflate and laugh in the same moment, fondness overtaking his features as he leans forward to press a kiss to the crown of Rowan’s head.

“I’m sorry, Sweetheart,” he murmurs, smoothing over her hair with his hand. “Mama had to work really late tonight. She should be on her way home very soon.”

Rowan’s face scrunches in a combination of disappointment and frustration. She lifts her hands to her father’s cheeks, prickly with scruff, and pushes his face away. 

Another deep rumbling shakes the house; the storm outside was changing course, gaining strength with Rowan’s display of incredulousness.

“Why can’t she come home faster?” She whines, her eyes glistening with slowly welling tears. “Everyone always wants Mama. I want Mama, too.”

Míng Yú is taken aback for a moment by his daughter’s words. He sighs more heavily, and his own expression begins to crumple into one more melancholic and understanding. 

He lifts a hand to Rowan’s cheek to brush away a tear that’s begun to slide down from her eye.

“Do you remember what Mama’s job is?”

Rowan pauses, trying hard to keep her trembling lip still. “Mama tells stories.”

“That’s right,” Míng Yú affirms. “She’s a storyteller, and people travel a long way to come and watch the stories she tells. She tells lots of stories in one day, sometimes after the sun goes to sleep. And if she wasn’t there to tell her stories, a lot of people would be sad.”

Rowan stares at her father for a long moment, her eyes flickering rapidly between different portions of his face as if trying to read if he was being genuine. 

But it was difficult for a child to grasp the complexity of an adult's emotions; as far as Rowan could tell, her father looked to feel similarly to how she was feeling at that moment, upset over her mother’s absence, though it was a quieter sadness than her own typhoon of a tantrum.

She turns her head down, slightly embarrassed and ashamed of her outburst knowing that her mother was giving something to people that she saw as a gift. She must make them very happy with the stories she tells them for people to always come back to her for more. 

Rowan sniffles loudly, and wipes beneath her nose clumsily with the back of her hand.

The plane at Míng Yú’s shoulder buzzes briefly before flying down to Rowan’s shoulder. It nuzzles at the space where her neck and shoulder meet, vibrating in a way that makes Rowan begin to giggle and squirm. 

She uses one hand to push it away slightly, but she allows the plane to remain on her shoulder.

“I know it’s hard to wait for her,” her father continues, using his other thumb to clean her cheeks of warm tears. “But waiting will make seeing her again feel so much better, and I bet the next story she reads you before bed will be more exciting because of it.”

The young child hiccups but eventually nods in agreement. 

Míng Yú brings Rowan into a soft embrace, shushing her gently as his large hand smooths over her messy hair. 

“It’s alright, Sweetheart. I miss her, too.”

The two rest in that embrace for a time that feels like hours to Rowan, but in reality, is only about five minutes. Míng Yú pets her hair gently and begins to hum again, the rumble in his chest vibrating soothingly against Rowan’s torso. 

Her eyes slowly begin to feel heavy as the tune calms her, and she’s almost fallen asleep when a sudden knock at the front door shocks her back into consciousness.

Míng Yú startles as well and grumbles a phrase Rowan doesn’t recognize as he stirs. “Who would be out this late at night?”

With a grunt he stands from the recliner and turns around to place Rowan into the giant seat. 

“I’ll just be a minute,” he assures her, reaching out to adjust her plush animal so it sits squarely in her lap. “Let me see who’s at the door, then we’ll get you back into bed.”

Míng Yú turns and hurries through the living room, disappearing into the kitchen on his way to the front door. His model plane looks towards Rowan briefly before it also takes off in the direction Rowan doesn’t care to follow. 

Rowan cranes her neck to watch him go, but he’s quickly out of her sight with his long stride and hurried pace. She distantly hears the front door open, and her father greeting the person on the other side.

“Evening, Officer,” he says, slow and cautious. Rowan hears the deep voice of another person respond, though she can’t make out the words they’re saying.

Ultimately, curiosity gets the better of her.

Rowan rolls onto her stomach and pushes herself over the edge of the recliner feet first. She stretches her legs as far as they’ll go to touch the carpeted floor with her toes, and after careful maneuvering she falls from the edge and onto her feet. 

With Mister Fluff clutched firmly in her left hand, Rowan turns around and begins to trot clumsily to the end of the living room, over to the edge of the wall which turns into the kitchen, lending her a perfect view down the far, narrow passage of their entryway.

As she peeks around the corner, she easily spots her father standing in front of the open door, and over his shoulder she sees the slightly taller form of another person standing on the other side of the threshold. 

The person is heavily obscured by shadow, and only slightly lit by the light pouring out of the front door. Rowan can see the sleek brim of a hat highlighted in the dark, and the metallic emblem of a police officer secured in the middle above it.

Rowan grips the corner with her right hand and stretches up onto her tiptoes to see more, the features of a face or the shine of eyes in the light, but all she sees beneath the brim of their hat is darkness.

“Can I help you?” Míng Yú asks, a confused lilt to his voice as the officer seems to simply stand before the entryway.

The figure moves sluggishly, reaching towards the hat’s brim to lift it and bring it against their chest. As they do so, Rowan sees a sudden flash of deep crimson flare to life in the figure’s face, like bright, angry flames flickering where their eyes should be.

The house suddenly shortens, Rowan either pulled closer to the door and figure or the doorway moving closer to Rowan; it was impossible to tell which, but in an instant Rowan finds herself much closer to her father and the figure in the doorway. She’s suddenly aware of a wispy movement surrounding the figure, like thin strands of dark clouds swirling around their head and shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” the figure says, their voice impossibly deep and gravely, like rocks scraping across metal. The blazing wisps of flame turn to look at Rowan, now cowering as she continues to look around the corner of the wall. “There’s been an accident.”

The figure’s mouth opens into a wide, sinister smile, revealing what looked to be dozens upon dozens of razor-sharp teeth inside. The facial structure of the stranger shifts like clouds, no longer the shape of a human. The mouth elongates into a sharp snout, extending far from the head and stretching it into a more squared shape, much like the plush wolf Rowan continues to clutch in her left hand.

With speed only the wind could attain, the shadowy wolf dislodges itself from the body of the police officer and vaults over Míng Yú’s shoulder. It rushes into the house with a fury Rowan has never seen in her life, coming right at her with its maw open, teeth prepared to rip into her soft flesh.

She squeezes her eyes shut, and screams.

★☆★


The sound of Rowan’s startled, muffled scream causes a domino effect to occur in the vicinity of her bedroom.

Rowan, once asleep and slumped over the surface of her desk, pushes himself into an upright position, alternating between gasps for breath and short startled whines as he frantically searches the surroundings with his eyes.

He nearly vaults himself out of the chair with how hard he pushes away from the edge of the desk, causing several small pieces from his model project and the turned picture frame to fall onto the floor. The picture frame thuds and lands face-down on the carpet, wedged between Rowan’s bed and desk.
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